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In recent years many Canadians have 
had to change their attitude toward 
water. 


Not so long ago they would have 
smiled at the notion of a federal water 
policy. But not so many are smiling 
today, when water is no longer taken 
for granted as it used to be. 


Canada is blessed with abundant 
water as few other countries on earth. 
Unfortunately, though, it’s often in the 
wrong place at the wrong time, result- 
ing in both floods and droughts. 
And all too often it’s unfit for ordinary 
use, as our lakes and rivers become 
increasingly polluted. 


These problems have grown as our 
population and our industries have 
grown, along with our exploding tech- 
nology. And today they call for long- 
range planning and careful management 
on a large scale--on the provincial, 
national and international levels. 


Canada’s federal policy on inland 
waters, described in the following 
pages, is a response to this urgent need. 


Inland Waters Directorate 
Environment Canada 
Ottawa, Canada, 1978 


FEDERAL POLICY STATEMENT 
ON INLAND WATERS 


The Importance of Water to Canadians 


Water is one of the most important elements of 
life. We depend on it for our biological existence; 
it is a vital element in terrestrial food production 
— whether crops or meat; it is the vital element in 
sustaining fish and other aquatic life; it is the most 
important industrial raw material; it is an impor- 
tant element in energy production — whether 
directly in hydropower or indirectly as process 
and cooling water for thermal and nuclear power 
stations and potentially in the gasification of coal; 
it is the basis of much of Canadian outdoor recre- 
ation — boating, swimming, skiing, skating; it 
serves as an important transportation medium; it is 
the key element in some of our most beautiful 
scenery. Too little water can lead to drought, crop 
failures and forest fires; too much can cause floods 
and other hazards such as avalanches, erosion and 
land subsidence, with attendant loss of life and 
property damage. Polluted or contaminated water 
poses a threat to health, to aquatic ecosystems and 
to recreational, municipal, agricultural and 
industrial uses of water, and may require costly 
treatment to make it usable. 


Responsibilities of the Government of 
Canada for Water 


The Canadian government’s concern’ with 
respect to water is to ensure in cooperation with 
the provinces, that the water resources of Canada 
are protected and used for the greatest social and 
economic benefit of Canadians, while striking a 
balance between the needs of present and future 
generations. The legislative base for the federal 
government’s activities, including those relating to 


water, derives fundamentally from the British 
North America Act. Major legislation relating more 
specifically to water includes the Boundary Waters 
Treaty Act, the International River Improvements 
Act, the Canada Water Act, the Northern Inland 
Waters Act, the Arctic Waters Pollution Prevention 
Act, the Fisheries Act, the Canada Shipping Act, 
the Navigable Water Protection Act, the 
Department of the Environment Act (1970), the 
Environmental Contaminants Act, and others. The 
federal government has power to legislate over a 
number of specific matters that affect water and 
has a general responsibility for planning and 
managing water resources where there is a “‘signifi- 


cant national interest’’.* 


The federal government also has a general man- 
date for conducting research, collecting data and 
maintaining inventories relating to surface and sub- 
surface water, pollutants and contaminants, fish- 
erles and aquatic ecosystems, atmospheric water, 
and snow and ice. This general mandate also 
includes the responsibility for forecasting weather 
and ice conditions. Its specific powers over navi- 


* “Significant national interest’ includes, but ts 
not limited to, areas of direct federal responst- 
bility. Examples of cases of significant national 
interest would include the management of 
boundary and international waters, inter- 
provincial waters, waters in Indian reserves, 
national parks and the Territories; issues invol- 
ving other federal waters, cases where federal 
jurisdictions, such as fisheries or navigation are 
major concerns; or such other cases as are 
deemed by the Ministers to be of sufficient 
importance to the people and economy of 
Canada as to require federal involvement, e.g. 
disruption of regional economies by major 


floods. 


gation and shipping, seacoast and inland fisheries 
and migratory birds and its legislative responsi- 
bilities affecting interprovincial and international 
matters, agriculture and regional development all 
have important effects on water resources. In 
federal lands and territories, mostly in northern 
Canada, the federal government has the sole legis- 
lative responsibility for the proprietary interest 
in water and provides for the conservation, devel- 
opment and utilization of water resources in these 
areas. 


Federal Policies Relating to Inland Waters 


1. The federal government is committed to the 

conservation, development and use of Canadian 
water resources for the greatest social and econo- 

mic benefit of Canadians, including both present — 
and future generations. 


This policy recognizes the importance of water 
as a natural resource which must be used wisely to 
obtain maximum sustained benefits. Water is an ir- 
replaceable element in the production of food and 
fibre; it is an essential dietary item for human con- 
sumption; it is a major element in the production 
of energy; it provides for an important means of 
transportation; most industrial activity is 
dependent on adequate water supplies, and much 
recreational activity is water associated or depen- 
dent. Consequently, its wise use is essential to the 
social and economic well-being of all Canadians. 


2. The federal government is committed to ad- 


dressing most water problems through a joint, 
cooperative federal-provincial approach. 


This policy recognizes that the federal govern- 
ment and the provincial governments each have 


distinct but interdependent responsibilities for 
water, and is embodied in major federal legislative 
instruments relating to water, such as the Canada 
Water Act, and the Fisheries Act. In the Yukon 
Territory and the Northwest Territories, where 
the federal government has the sole responsibility 
for water related matters, a cooperative inter- 
agency approach for the regulation (i.e. licensing) 
of water use is facilitated through the Territorial 
Water Boards established under the authority of 
the Northern Inland Waters Act. 


3. The federal government is committed to the 
restoration and protection of water quality and 
the enhancement of aquatic ecosystems through 
the development of water quality objectives to 
protect water uses; the application of national ef- 
fluent regulations and guidelines to control pol- 
lution discharges at source; and the control of 
nutrients and chemical substances which can be- 
come dispersed in the environment. 


National effluent regulations are developed on 
an industry-by-industry basis under the provisions 
of the Fisheries Act, and in cooperation with the 
provinces and industries. The federal government 
has statutory responsibility for the development of 
these regulations, although, in most cases, adminis- 
trative and enforcement responsibilities are carried 
out jointly with the provinces. Water quality 
criteria to protect specific users, applicable to all 
Canadian waters, are being developed. From these, 
specific water quality objectives related to use 
can be assigned on a basin-by-basin basis, jointly 
with the provinces. Requirements more stringent 
than the national effluent regulations may be 
negotiated on a case-by-case basis when needed to 
meet specific water quality objectives in some 
basins. The Environmental Contaminants Act 


permits the federal government in consultation 
with the provinces to restrict the commercial uses 
and disposal of chemical substances which pose 
dangers to human health and the environment. 
The nutrient control provisions of the Canada 
Water Act allow for the development of regu- 
lations to limit the phosphorus content of any 
cleaning agent or water conditioner. 


4. Joint, cost-shared federal-provincial compre- 
hensive river basin studies are recognized as the 
primary means of planning for multi-purpose water 
use, and public participation is considered to be an 
integral and vital part of such studies. 


The natural occurrence of water is such that the 
most suitable geographical unit for planning and 
managing water resources is generally the drainage 
basin.Within each basin, in view of the importance 
of water to all Canadians and the diversity of pur- 
poses, often conflicting, for which water is re- 
quired, those organizations and groups which have 
an interest in water should be encouraged to contri- 
bute to the comprehensive basin study. Compre- 
hensive basin studies include water quantity, 
water quality, water use and pollution control 
studies, and are complemented by specialized 
studies such as those dealing with fisheries, wild- 
life, etc. 


5. All water related projects initiated by the 
federal government or for which federal funds are 
solicited, or for which federal property is required, — 
are subject to the Environmental Assessment and 
Review Process. 


The Environmental Assessment and Review 
Process is designed to ensure that a full apprecia- 


tion of the possible adverse effects on the environ- 
ment (of which water is a major component) is 
made of projects, programs and activities initiated 
by the federal government, for which federal funds 
are solicited or for which federal property is 
required. Results of environmental assesments and 
reviews, which include archaeological and palae- 
ontological assessments, are to be incorporated in 
the design, construction, implementation and 
operation of projects. Environmental problems 
should receive the same degree of consideration as 
economic, social, engineering and other concerns. 


6. The federal government is committed to the 
preservation, restoration and commemoration of 
water bodies and their adjacent landscape, if the 
area is of prime geographical, geological, biolo- 
gical or historic importance, for the benefit, educa- 
tion and enjoyment of the people of Canada. 


Canada is experiencing a widely expanding and 
intensifying interest in its history, in which water 
has always played an important role. One of the 
ways this is being manifested is through interest 
in and visits to national historic parks and sites. 
The intent of the Historic Sites and Monument 
Act and the National Parks Act is to maintain the 
ecological and physical integrity of sites of national 
interest. 


7. The federal government is committed to the 
view that those who use the water resource of 
Canada, either directly for consumptive or re- 
creational purposes or indirectly for waste dis- 
charge, should bear the costs of pollution control 
and costs associated with water use, to the extent 
consistent with other federal policies related to 
national, economic and social development. 


Programs intended to move towards this goal of 
“user pays’’ include effluent and emission control 
programs which place the onus on the polluter to 
reduce the impact of discharges, contaminant in- 
formation programs which require users to assess 
and report effects, and programs to manage re- 
creational canals and harbours, so as to recover 
certain costs of their operation. 


8. The federal government will not provide funds 
for the implementation of water programs unless it 
has first participated in the planning of these pro- 
grams or has satisfied itself that the national 
aspects have been given full consideration. 


The federal government contributes to the 
implementation of water management programs, 
including flood damage reduction programs, and to 
the control and prevention of pollution, by pro- 
viding funds for the construction of works, by 
offering financial incentives (or disincentives) 
through its lending and funding programs, by the 
promulgation of regulations concerning effluent 
discharges or other wastes or pollutants, by ensuring 
that environmental assessments are made of major 
projects and, in federal waters, by direct manage- 
ment. 


9. The federal government is committed to moni- 
toring the quality of international, interprovincial, 
Indian reserve, national park and other waters in 
Canada where there is a significant national interest. 


Federal monitoring activities are designed to 
identify pollution problems; to establish baseline 
information to identify water quality trends on a 
national and regional scale; to determine whether 
water quality objectives are being met; to assess the 
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effectiveness of regulatory measures in achieving 
the desired level of water quality; and to provide a 
basis for revising effluent control requirements 
where necessary. 


10. The federal government is committed to 
ensuring that water management actions and acti- 
vities which affect boundary and international 
waters are consistent with the principles of the 
Boundary Waters Treaty of 1909. 


The Boundary Waters Treaty guarantees rights 
of both Canada and the United States and imposes 
obligations with respect to water use and 
protection related to trans-boundary pollution, to 
the injury of health or property, and to changes in 
the level of waters on the other side of the 
boundary. Domestic legislation such as the Inter- 
national River Improvements Act is used to rein- 
force such guarantees. The International Joint 
Commission and other bilateral bodies, between 
Canada and the United States, and supporting ar- 
rangements between the federal and provincial 
governments, are considered effective mechanisms 
for assisting the governments in resolving inter- 
jurisdictional conflicts, and taking advantage of 
joint water management opportunities. 


11. The federal government supports the develop- 
ment of multilateral bodies, such as the Prairie 
Provinces Water Board, for assisting in the reso- 
lution of interprovincial conflicts in water use. 


It is recognized that resolution of conflicts in 
water use between jurisdictions and between 
various interests is necessary. The most effective 
mechanisms for reconciling such interjurisdictional 
problems are multilateral bodies, which carry out 


investigations and recommend solutions to the 
governments concerned. 


12. The federal government is committed to alle- 
viating the human suffering and minimizing the 
costs of the damages caused by floods, through 
strategies such as the discouragement of new in- 
vestments in identified flood risk areas. 


This policy is embodied in the new flood 
damage reduction program, by which the federal 
government is committed, jointly with the 
provinces, to mapping flood plain areas in Canada 
and, in the use of federal funding and loan 
programs, to discourage investments in areas where 
a significant flood hazard exists. Where a signifi- 
cant national interest exists, the federal govern- 
ment assists provinces in reducing damages to 
existing developments in the flood plains by means 
of dikes, dams, land acquisition or other measures 
as agreed to by the federal and provincial govern- 
ments such as flood forecasts, or financial assistance 
to the provinces for flood damages. 


13. The federal government supports the concept 
of minimizing damages caused by natural erosion 
along shorelines by discouraging settlement of and 
investment in areas subject to national erosion and 
will only consider undertaking remedial measures 
in cases where erosion has been caused by those 
activities and installations subject to federal 
jurisdiction and control. 


Under this policy, the federal government will 
not undertake or participate in the construction of 
works intended to eliminate or reduce damages 
from erosion due to natural causes. However, it 
may consider undertaking remedial measures in 


certain cases, for example where erosion damage 
has been caused by wave action from commercial 
shipping or through the presence of a federal 
structure or in cases where federal facilities are 
subject to damage. Where there is a significant 
national interest, the federal government may con- 
sider participating in programs intended to delineate 
areas subject to a serious erosion hazard. 


14. The federal government undertakes water re- 
search and technology development programs, 
provides for additional research and development 
by contract, and supports through funding, re- 
search on water related problems carried out by 
non-federal agencies. 


The federal government recognizes that research 
in the natural sciences, in wastewater treatment 
technology and in the social sciences is necessary 
to develop the new knowledge required to plan 
and implement water management and pollution 
abatement programs effectively. It recognizes that 
cooperative efforts in these various fields will 
ensure better use of Canadian water resources, and 
contribute to resource recovery and energy con- 
servation. It also recognizes that governmental and 
non-governmental agencies have different but 
complementary roles to play in carrying out the 
required research. 


15. The federal government is prepared to nego- 
tiate agreements with each province whereby the 
costs of operating joint water data collection net- 
works for surface and groundwaters, effluent dis- 
charges, waterworks and wastewater systems, snow 
and ice are shared according to the proportionate 
value of the data to the federal government and to 
the province. 


It is recognized that data on the quality and 
quantity of surface and groundwater, effluent dis- 
charges, waterworks and wastewater systems, snow 
and ice are essential to water management and pol- 
lution control. The costs of collecting water data 
are substantial and the efficiency of data collection 
programs is enhanced significantly by combining 
networks and _— standardizing methodology, 
including those areas where the requirements for 
data for the federal government and those of the 
provinces are different. Cost-sharing agreements 
are now in force for hydrometric (water quantity) 
data collection. For hydrometeorological data, the 
federal government is committed to providing a 
national inventory of meteorological and climato- 
logical parameters. More detailed surveys are con- 
sidered to be the responsibility of the user. 


16. The federal government is obligated to pro- 
vide nautical charts and related nautical docu- 
ments for commercial and recreational navigation. 


Under Canada Shipping Act Regulations, all self- 
propelled ships are required to have on board, 
maintain and use appropriate charts and other 
nautical publications. To provide these, the federal 
government carries out hydrographic surveys of all 
major navigable inland waters, as well as the coast 
and continental margin and adjacent areas of the 
ocean. Water level gauging is also carried out in 
direct support of commercial navigation. 
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